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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

ONE way in which changes in historical taste and outlook are reflected—
though sometimes slowly—is in the forbidding demands of examiners and
makers of syllabuses. This series is meant to be of practical value to the
students and teachers who have to meet them. But such demands them-
selves are only reflections of deeper and more important changes in
historical thinking. And that thinking must be refiected directly, as well
as indirectly, in new historical books. The Short Oxford History of the
Modern World is consciously designed to take account of the most
important recent historical work. It seems worth while, therefore, to say
what the developments are which have been thought important and how
the principles of design of this series are related to them.

One obvious change in recent historical activity has been a geo-
graphical widening of the history we study. Parts of the world hitherto
neglected, or comparatively neglected, by historians bred in the western
tradition of scientific history are now for the first time attracting interest
and attention. In part this is a reflection of our humanitarian and
political concerns: we are coming to realize that we live in one world, and

_ believe we ought therefore to know more about the parts of it with which
we are unfamiliar. In part, too, it reflects changes in what is available as
source-material. Whatever the source, the impulse is beginning to make
its mark in schools and colleges. They now need books about Latin
America, Africa, or Asia on the scale and at the level of those which in
the past introduced them to European or English history.

This series will include such books, but also others on more familiar
and traditional areas of study. There is, after all, a great need for the
achievements of up-to-date scholarship to be given wide currency in
English and European history. Consequently, this series is tripartite. It
consists of a series of four volumes on modern European history, in
which the British Isles are treated as a part of European society as a
whole. The second group of four volumes is more specialized, being
confined to English history. The third group will be larger and will contain
introductory volumes, covering fairly long periods, on those areas and
countries which are only now beginning to be studied widely. Some of
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these are conceived as of continental scope, the projected volume on Latin
America, for example. Those on the United States and Russia, on the
other hand, limit themselves to a single political entity. In each case, the
books in this stream are distinguished by being about a big and important
topic for which good introductory manuals are not yet easily available.

The unity which binds these books together, although they will have
different levels of detail and scope, is that they all deal with the ‘modern
world’ referred to in the title of the series. This phrase, however, is to be
read in a special sense and it is this which makes the series a whole. The
subject-matter of The Short Oxford History of the Modern World is
limited in time, but the chronological limitation is not the same for each
book. Conventionally, series of books on the Modern History of different
countries line up all their runners at approximately the same starting-
gate and get them off together, whether in 1400, 1500, 1600, or any other
dramatic, convenient, or merely ‘significant’ moment. In this series we
follow a different scheme. The latest era of world history is here defined
thematically, not chronologically. It is the era in which the fundamental
institutions of modern European society first take shape and then spread
round the world.

Some of these institutions are so widespread that we too readily take
them for granted—the national sovereign state, for example. Yet this is
even in Europe only a recent innovation and in many parts of the world
it did not appear until after 1945. Formally representative political
systems (whether real or fictitious) are another of Europe’s institutional
exports to the world, and there are economic ones, too, such as capitalism,
or ideological ones such as Marxist communism or Christianity. In all
these instances (and many others could be cited), we have examples of a
process by which European gradually became World civilization. Some-
times this has produced new examples of developed ‘Western® societies:
sometimes it has led to more s'riking disruptions of tradition and even-
tually to altogether new institutions and cultural forms. The process,
however it ends, defines an era by the break it provides with the past. This
era begins at different times in different countries: in roughly 1500 in west
European history, in about 1800 in the case of Russia, and at an even
later date in the history of China, for example. These are the epochs in
the history of different countries and regions in which can be discerned
the processes which eventually tie them into the single world in which
we live.

Besides moving to different rhythms, it is another consequence of this
that not all the books in The Short Oxford History of the Modern World
will have the same pattern. Differences in‘presentation are needed to bring
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out differences of national and regional life. But they will form a coherent
series in a methodological sense too. They will have in common a
deliberate effort to incorporate recent research and recent thinking which
has begun to change the conventional shape of historical writing. This
affects both their organization and the proportions of their subject-matter.
The core of a good history must be the provision of the essential basic
information which is necessary to the exercise of historical imagination
and judgement. But lately ideas about what basic information is needed
have been changing, for example by a new emphasis on society and its
structure at the expense of the traditional political narrative. Historians
and their public—which includes even examiners—have begun to think
that it may be more revealing to study, say, the growth of cities in nine-
teenth-century England and its repercussions, than, say, the party struggle.
This is only one example of the recent rapid popularizing of the old idea
that history is more than past politics. This series attempts to take account
of this. Many of its authors are young scholars who, because of their own
research interests, are familiar with what is going on at the frontier of
current historical work. They and their colleagues will seek to absorb into
their accounts the flood of social, cultural, demographic, and many other
sorts of monograph which has poured out since 1945 to confuse and
muddle the ordinary historical student and the general reader.

The purpose of general books has, of course, always been to reduce to
manageable thinking the detailed scholarship of the specialists. But
another recent historical tendency has made it all the more important
that this should be done. This is the problem, facing teachers of history
-at all levels, of the crumbling of boundaries which delimited and land-
marks which directed their studies. The conventional separation of
English and European history is now often an encumbrance to under-
standing the many processes in which this country was as much involved
as any continental state: industrialization is an example. Another would
be our changing views of the importance of certain dates. 1917, for
example, or 1941, can be defended as much more significant breaks in
the continuity of European history than 1914 or 1939. In some places,
old guidelines seem almost to have disappeared altogether.

In part these changes arise because much new evidence is becoming
available; in part it is because research has addressed itself to old
evidence in a new way; in part it is a matter of changing perspective.
More fundamentally, it reflects a basic truism about history: that it is
theoretically boundless, a continuing debate, and that historians in each
generation re-map and re-divide its subject-matter in accordance with
their interests and the demands of society.
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This series tries to provide a new map. 1t is bound to be provisional;
that is of the nature of general history. But general history can be
scholarly in its standards and imaginative in its presentation. Only by
combining both qualities can it provide the authoritative guidance which
each generation of readers needs if it is to pick its way through the flood
of specialized studies now pouring from what has become one of our
major cultural industries.

J.M.R.
September 1969



PREFACE

A PREFACE, like a wedding speech, must necessarily be composed largely
of thanks. My thanks are due, first, to John Roberts, General Editor of
this series, for offering me the commission to write this book, and for
never doubting that it would appear. He has been the most helpful General
Editor an author could hope for, combining exemplary patience with a
remarkable expertise in a period not his own. I have found the commis-
sion an education in itself, and for this, too, I owe him my thanks. My
thanks are due to the Clarendon Press for more sorts of helpfulness than
can well be enumerated. All textbooks are to some extent co-operative
efforts, and the preparation of this book has given me a deep sense of
gratitude to other scholars working on the period. There has probably
been no time since about 1900 when the general standard of work being
done on this period was as high as it is today, and the work of several
hundred historians has been used to enrich this book. I would like to
thank them all. More specifically, I would like to thank the following
people, who have read parts of this book in draft, and have made a num-
ber of illuminating comments, and saved me from innumerable errors:
Patrick Collinson, Robin Du Boulay, Ivor Fishbone, Anthony Fletcher,
Tresna Fletcher, Roger Highfield, Peter McCormack, Bob Moore, Wendy
Moore, Valerie Pearl, Ian Roy, Bertrand Russell, Horace Sanders, Vivian
Sanders, Jack Scarisbrick, Nicola Sutherland, Christopher Thompson,
Michael Thompson, Nicholas Tyacke, and Austyn Woolrych. For any
errors which remain, I alone am responsible. I would also like to join the
long and growing list of historians who have acknowledged the seminar
of Sir John Neale and Professor Hurstfield at the Institute of Historical
Research. I would like to thank my sister-in-law, Vivian Sanders, for
typing the whole work, and for undertaking the highly skilled and very
lengthy task of correcting the manuscript to Clarendon Press House Rules.
Above all, I would like to thank my wife. She has offered all the tradi-
tional form of help. In addition, she is responsible for far more of the
reading and research which have gone into this book than is indicated in
the footnotes, she has taken a very large share in the formulation of the
argument, and she has given expert criticism, historical, literary, and



.
X Preface

editorial, to the resulting product. Since acknowledgement is insufficient,
I would like to ask her to accept the dedication instead.

CoNRAD RUSSELL
Bedford College, London

February 1970
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1. Tudor England 1509—1603

I INTRODUCTORY

Many of the king’s subjects have no ground to live upon, as they have had
before time, and occupations be not always set on work all alike, and there-
fore the people still increasing, and their livings diminishing, it must needs
come to pass that a great part of the people shall be idle, and lack livings, and
hunger is a bitter thing to bear.

Discourse of the Common Weal, 1549, p. 48

... for the necessary repressing . . . of the inordinate excess daily more and
more used in the sumptuous and costly array and apparel accustomably worn
in this realm, whereof hath ensued ... such sundry high and notable incon-
veniences as be to the great manifest and notorious detriment of the common
weal, the subversion of good and politic order in knowledge and distinction of
people according to their estates preeminences dignities and degrees, and to
the utter impoverishment and undoing of many inexpert and light persons
inclined to pride mother of all vices . . . [no person worth less than £100 a
year may wear] any satin damask silk chamlet or taffeta in his gown coat
with sleeves or other outermost apparel.

An Act for the Reformation of Excess in Apparel, 24 Henry VIII, c.13

Evidence and its limitations

HisTORIANS may learn much from students of art, architecture, or
archaeology. Nevertheless, history is essentially the study of the past by
means of written records. Historians are therefore necessarily confined to
those subjects on which people have not merely made, but kept, written
records. How much the story we tell may be distorted by this process, it is
hard to say. If the author of a newsletter reports a violent ambush and at-
tempted murder in Fleet Street, does this prove that such goings-on were
normal in Fleet Street, or that the event was recorded because it was so
unusual as to be surprising? If six men are brought to trial for saying
Anne Boleyn was a bawd, does this prove that such an opinion was
general, or that the opinion that she was an honest woman was so common
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that no one bothered to record its expression? Such questions cannot be
answered.

It is easier to see in what ways the subjects discussed by historians must
be limited by variation in the making and keeping of records. Some sub-
jects are more readily recorded in writing than others, and some records
are more readily preserved than others. Historians are therefore confined
to studying those subjects on which records are kept. These are of four
main types: the payment of money, litigation, propaganda, and diplo-
macy. Any historian, whatever efforts he makes, cannot avoid over-
stressing these themes.

This limitation of records also means that there are some questions
which are often asked by the layman to which it is very hard to provide
answers. Of these, one of the most persistant is the desire to know the
opinions of ‘the common people’, ‘the majority’, or ‘the nation’. Historians
would like to know the answer to this question, but they are necessarily
confined to talking about those people who got their opinions recorded.
Since this tends to mean those people who got prosecuted for their
opinions, this sample necessarily overweights the extremists, and means
that general questions must be answered by a string of particular in-
stances. If we are asked the opinion of ‘the people’ about the Reformation,
we can say that a number of people in Yorkshire taverns denied transub-
stantiation, but the churchwardens of Sheriff Hutton (Yorkshire) kept their
Catholic images in storage in Edward’s reign, in the hope that they would
be able to use them again.! This, of course, is not an answer to the ques-
tion, but we only know even this much because the people in the York-
shire taverns had the ill luck to speak in the presence of an enemy or an
informer, and so were brought to trial, while the churchwardens of Sherift
Hutton recorded in their accounts the cost of shifting the images. It is a
necessary part of the historical discipline in the period before public
opinion polls that it leads to concentration on the particular, rather than
the general. This, however undesirable it may be, is inevitable: mute in-
glorious Miltons, by definition, leave no records.

‘Medieval’ and ‘modern’ history

It is perhaps easier to prevent the historical distortions which happen
through the division of periods, and in particular through the notion that
there is one point, or one theme, that marks the division between modern
and medieval history. It is necessary, for the convenience of students and
examiners (and of authors), that history should be divided into periods. It
is even necessary, for the general convenience, that there should be an

1 Dickens, Lollards and.Protestants (1959), 2234, 182.
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administrative division between early and late history, which may, for
want of better words, be called ‘medieval’ and ‘modern’. But it is a false
deduction to assume that because we wish to divide our examination
papers, history will therefore supply us with a break in continuity at the
point where it suits our administrative convenience. Numerous historians,
attempting to justify making a division in one place rather than another,
have written about supposed divisions between modern and medieval his-
tory, but in doing so, they are writing about their own sense of priorities.
Different interests and different cultural backgrounds will place the
division in different places. Professor Elton, whose definition of
‘modernity’ is bureaucracy, would place his dividing line in the 1530s.?
Another, for whom the dividing line is the creation of an uncorrupt civil
service insulated from party politics, might place it in the middle of the
nineteenth century. A historian for whom the most significant dividing
line is the end of the unity of western Christendom might take a date in
the 1530s, and another, more concerned with the abandonment of the
belief that all public life depends on Christianity, might end the Middle
Ages in the nineteenth century on the day Bradlaugh was allowed to take
the parliamentary oath as an avowed atheist. A financial historian might
place the division in 1694, when the Bank of England was created. Others,
with equal logic, might argue a case for the invention of gunpowder, or of
printing. Recently, other historians have argued against this disposition
to find a sudden break, but perhaps unfortunately, they have done so in
terms of arguing that some aspect of English life at a given date was still
‘medieval’;? which leads their readers to look for a sudden break at a later
date. It would perhaps be better if historians of the Tudor and Stuart
period were to abandon the notion that there is a distinction between
modern and medieval history. Any such distinction is a matter of lan-
guage, not of history, and was unknown in the period. People who
quoted fourteenth-century precedents in seventeeth-century Parliaments
did not know we would regard them as irrelevant because they were
‘medieval’ precedents applied to a ‘modern’ situation.

The rejection of the distinction between medieval and modern history is
perfectly compatible with the recognition that the period covered in this
volume (like all others) saw very important historical changes. England
in 1660 was a very different country from England in 1509. Numerous
changes happened during the period which modern readers might be in-
clined to hail as ‘progress’. At the beginning of the period, England was

2Elton, G. R., England Under the Tudors (1962), 184.
3e.g. Wolfe, B. P, ‘Henry VII’s Land Revenues and Chamber Finance’, E.H.R.
(1964), 225-54.
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a Catholic country, and believed that its political and social stability de-
pended on the repression of all dissent. At the end of the period, England,
if not safe for, was at least so amply populated with Quakers, Catholics,
Presbyterians, Arminians, Ranters, Seckers, and Muggletonians that
government attempts to suppress dissent were necessarily doomed to
failure. At the beginning of the period England was one part of an obscure
offshore island, holding such diplomatic importance as it possessed by
exploitation of the European balance of power on a shoestring budget. At
the end of it, she was a substantial maritime and colonial power, re-
exporting colonial produce, and by 1700 almost in a position to hold her
own even against Louis XIV’s France. At the beginning of the period,
England was an agricultural country with onc important export industry,
the manufacture of woollen cloth. At the end of the period, she had a
thriving coal industry, and was exporting the produce of a number of
small, but growing, industries based on it. It had not had anything which
can strictly be called an industrial revolution, but was well on the way
which led to one. At the beginning of the period, sorcery and astrology
were widely practised, and science was neglected. At the end of it, the
Royal Society was about to be founded, and though Isaac Newton still
practised alchemy and wrote treatises on the Book of Revelation, he was
also starting on serious research in physics. At the beginning of the period,
it was possible to write into an Act of Parliament the words that ‘his high-
ness is not minded, for the ease of his subjects, without great, necessary
and urgent causes, of long time to call and summon a new Parliament.”
At the end of the period. such words were as inconceivable as they had
been in Edward IIl’s reign. Instead of having a good chance of living on
his own resources, the king was so heavily dependent on the excise and
other taxes voted by Parliament, that he could not expect to govern for
long in any way it strongly disapproved of.

It is a mistake, however, to assume that all these changes must have
happened because somebody wanted them. ‘Innovation” was one of the
favourite terms of political abuse, and such men as Jewel, an Elizabethan
bishop, rebutted the slanderous allegation that Protestantism was new
unless they think ‘Christ himself to be new’.® We are not dealing with a
country cager to leave the Middle Ages behind, but with one which was
sadly puzzled by change, and often hostile to it.

* Tudor Constitution, 23-4.
" Jewel, John, Apology of the Church of England (Parker Soc.), 85.
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I THE ECONOMY IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY

Prices

Of all the changes, perhaps the one which caused most bewilderment,
and certainly the one which most closely defines the beginning of the
period of this volume, was the rapid rise in prices, which began about
1510, and continued, at rapid but varying speeds, at least until 1620. To
say that this was one of the most important stresses of the period, it is not
necessary to say that it was catastrophic; it was only for a few years in the
middle of the sixteenth century that prices rose at the speed which the
twentieth century has come to accept as normal. Sixteenth-century Eng-
land, however, unlike twentieth-century Great Britain, was not used to
assuming that price rises were normal, and had very little machinery for
adjusting them. Those who had the power were quite ready to get away
with paying the wages, rents, or taxes their grandfathers had paid, and
when they did, it necessarily created difficulties for the recipients, whether
they were wage labourers or the Crown.

It is still hard to be dogmatic about how big the price increase was. The
recording of prices was random, and they might be subject to considerable
local variations. A sudden storm in Shropshire might send the local price
of grain, and therefore of bread, far above the level it might reach the
same year in another county. Grain prices also varied with the seasons
and according to the standard of the year’s harvest. Even the prices of
industrial goods varied according to the harvest, since the harvest often
determined how much potential purchasers had to spend. Political circum-
stances such as the arrival of the king might affect prices. In 1641, his
presence made the market at Malton, Yorkshire, ‘very quick’, and during
the 1640s, the most rapid rise in grain prices was at Oxford. This is prob-
ably due, not to variations in Oxfordshire agriculture, but to the arrival
of the king’s court at Oxford at the beginning of the civil war. This is
hardly surprising when James I’s household had consumed annually
thirteen thousand sheep and lambs, two thousand cattle, nineteen thou-
sand dozen hens and chickens, and presumably corn in proportion. In
1627-30, during an economy campaign, the maximum waste permitted
daily was 200 loaves, 240 gallons of ale, 24 gallons of wine, and 8 sides of
beef, except on Fridays and feast days. The king’s average annual bill for
diet in the 1630s was £47,000, and it is not surprising that the increased
demand in the Oxford market sent up prices. It is hard to tell how much
surviving price statistics are affected by the movements of the king or the
weather, or by transport costs.

8 Agrarian History, 501.
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When overland transport had to be done by horse and cart, the costs of
labour and forage could increase prices considerably. On the whole the
road system was worse than in Roman times. A normal time for messen-
gers between London and Exeter was a week, while people taking heavy
loads north from London would expect, if not attacked by robbers or
bogged down, to spend the first night in Hertfordshire. These difficulties
in land transport made it hard to shift corn from one district to another
in time of famine, and so contributed to regional variations in prices.
Water transport, by comparison, was easy and cheap and was sometimes
used for improbable journeys. The Sidneys, who owned ironworks in
Sussex and coal in Glamorgan, transported the coal to the ironworks by
water. One third of London’s corn was shipped down river from Henley,
and heavy goods from the north-east were normally transported to Lon-
don by water. This meant that the price of coal, for example, might be
within an economic range at Oxford, where the river was navigable by the
end of the century, but prohibitively expensive as far away from the river
as St. Albans.

However, all the evidence available, though fragmentary, does at least
point in the same direction, and, on the whole, coincides with contempor-
ary complaints of rising prices. Perhaps the least inadequate general index
of prices is that devised by Professor Phelps Brown and Dr. Hopkins,
which is based on the cost of the items in the hypothetical weekly budget
of a building labourer in southern England. If prices in 1510 are taken as
100, they had risen by 1521 to 167. The index drops slightly to 150 in the
early 1540s, and then rises to over 200 in the later 1540s and to 270 in
1555, 370 in 1556, and 409 in 1557, dropping suddenly to 230 in 1558.
Since many people were living on a subsistence level in good years, it is
not surprising that the late 1550s produced an exceptionally high death
rate and unpopular governments. In 1597, a year of disastrously bad
harvests, the index rose 180 points in one year to a peak of 685, and
finally settled down in the early seventeenth century in the area above 500.

This index gives some picture of a range of price rises which is likely
to have caused considerable dismay after a century during which prices
had been more or less stable. Nevertheless it has a number of limitations.
In the first place, it deals only with cheaper commodities, and is no guide
to the cost of living of the rich merchant or landlord. It also depends, like
the modern cost of living index, on a notional average budget, and ob-
scures the fact that some prices rose faster, and others slower, than the
index as a whole. If Lord Burghley was approximately accurate in com-
plaining that the cost of war had increased three times from Henry VIII’s
reign to Elizabeth’s, it was probably risiflg slightly faster than the index
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as a whole. There are even more interesting variations in the prices of
different basic commodities. If prices in about 1500 are taken as 100, by
1650 agricultural prices had increased to 644, timber prices to 524, but
industrial products only to 306.” The inflation was primarily an inflation
of food prices, not of manufactured or imported goods. The differences
between the rises in the prices of different agricultural products are even
wider. The price of the cheaper grains, such as rye, increased eight times,
the price of wheat seven times, of hay and peas six or seven times, of live-
stock six or seven times, of eggs and milk about five times, of wool four
times, and of beef little more than twice. These figures are not quite what
might have been expected: the small increase in the price of wool, for
example, does not suggest that inflation was responsible for any pro-
longed pressure to change over from arable to sheep farming. The explana-
tion of these differences, with the possible exception of the price of live-
stock, appears to be simple: the more heavily the poor depended on any
commodity for subsistence, the faster its price rose.

Beef, which was one of the chief staples of the diet of the upper classes,
rose remarkably little: it appears that, on the whole, the poor could not
afford to eat meat. The price of timber. though partly pushed up by the
need of the poor for fuel, was probably exceptionally increased by the
demands of naval and mercantile shipbuilding. The index of manufac-
tured goods rose slightly more than that for beef: it included clothes and
footwear, which the poor might buy in a good year, but not renew in a
bad one. Eggs and milk increased slightly more than wool or manufac-
tured goods: people might go on buying them when they could not afford
new clothes, but on the edge of starvation, they would give them up before
they would give up bread or beer. Among bread grains, wheat, which was
used for the finest bread, rose less than the cheaper grains. Wheaten bread
was commonly eaten, but it is possible that the only time the very poor
could eat wheaten bread was at the Communion service. It is not surpris-
ing that statesmen were perturbed by the ‘seditious speeches of the poor
in their alehouses’, and that a large part of the Privy Council’s policy to-
wards industry and agriculture was designed to prevent the riots which
famine tended to produce. Nor is it surprising that Henry VIII’s Council
was alarmed to discover that some people blamed five successive bad
harvests on God’s displeasure with the king’s religious policy: such a
belief, if seriously held, could easily provoke rebellion. In 1645-6, one of
the many years of bad harvests, the village of Colyton, Devon, lost about
a fifth of its population. The parish register ascribes this disaster to ‘great

7 1bid., 593-695. The Phelps Brown price index is printed in Economia (1956), 296-
314.
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sickness’, but it may have been increased by famine.? In 1619, a gentleman
reported from Lincolnshire that ‘our country was never in that want that
now it is, and more of money than of corn, for there are many thousands
in these parts who have sold all they have even to their bed straw, and
cannot get work to earn any money. Dog’s flesh is a dainty dish, and found
upon search in many houses, also such horse flesh as hath lain long in a
ditch for hounds. And the other day one stole a sheep who for mere
hunger tore out a leg and did eat it raw.” Such dramatic examples come
from the seventeenth century, when the price rise had been under way for
some time, but deaths from famine were probably common all through the
period.

Explanations of the price rise

Contemporaries, whose economic theories were confused, usually failed
to explain this price rise, and attempts often ended in mutual recrimina-
tion. Government statutes showed a tendency to blame profiteering
middlemen, or, in 1553, fondness for luxury imports. In some quarters, it
was fashionable to blame the idleness and greed of the labouring poor,
and Robert Crowley, one of the early Protestant preachers, put the blame
on landlords, ‘men without conscience. Men utterly void of God’s fear.
Yea, men that live as though there were no God at all! Men that would
have all in their own hands; men that would leave nothing for others; men
that would be alone on the earth; men that be never satisfied. Cormorants;
greedy gulls.”® Enclosures by landlords were always a fashionable scape-
goat. In the middle of the century, there was a tendency to blame the
successive debasements of the coinage. Merchants tended to blame their
foreign customers, and in the 1530s there was a tendency to blame the
greed and avarice of the clergy. It is possible that attempts to explain the
price rise produced as much social disharmony as the price rise itself,
since almost every explanation involved blaming some particular section
of society, and most explanations were accompanied by attempts to in-
crease receipts in step with the price rise, while keeping expenditure down
to the old figures, together with vigorous attempts to blame everyone else
for doing the same.

Attempts to explain the price rise still produce disagreement, but they
can now be made within rather better developed economic theories. Prices
in general are the product of the relationship between supply and demand,

8 Introduction to English Historical Demography, ed. E. A. Wrigley (1961), 98-9.
Laslett, Peter, The World We Have Lost (1965), 116.

¥ Wilson, C., England’s Apprenticeship (1965), 119.

1 Tawney and Power, iii. 57. b
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of the proportion between the amount of money available and the amount
of goods available for it to buy. The price of an individual commodity is
the result of the relationship between the supply of that commodity and
the demand for it. If one man has ten apples, and another has ten pennies,
the apples may change hands at a penny each, but if the first man has ten
apples, and the second has twenty pennies, the apples may change hands
at twopence each. If prices go up, either the demand for the goods must
have increased, or the supply of goods must have gone down, or both.
Reductions in the supply of goods may explain some of the dramatic short
term fluctuations of prices: the peaks in 1597 and the late 1550s, for
example, can be explained by bad harvests. But there is no reason, over
the century as a whole, to suppose a reduction, either in the amount of
food, or in the supply of manufactured goods. The area of cultivated land
was somewhat extended by clearings from the waste, and in forests, and
the supply of manufactured goods certainly increased. The only com-
modity for which decrease in the supply can be invoked to explain price
increases is timber, and even this is a matter of some dispute.

If the price rises cannot in general be explained by reduction in the
supply of goods, they must be explained mainly by increases in the de-
mand. Money, like all other goods, is worth more when it is scarce than
when it is plentiful. This is why the only one of the contemporary ex-
planations which is still discussed is the debasement of the coinage in
1526, 1544, 1547, and 1549. The silver content of each coin was decreased,
and the supply of coin increased. Most people supposed that the only
value of a coin was the intrinsic worth of silver in it, and since people

“thought the coin was worth less, they naturally demanded more of it in
business transactions, and prices rose. Although the debasements in the
middle of the century had some immediate effect on prices, they cannot
go far towards explaining the price rise as a whole. In the 1540s there
were similar price rises in Europe, where there was no debasement, and it
is in any case doubtful whether a local English fact can explain events
which went on for the whole century and over the whole continent. The
increase was under way before the debasements started, and, indeed, prob-
ably caused them rather than being caused by them, and neither the
earlier debasement of 1465 nor the restoration of the coinage in 1560
seems to have had much effect.

Debasement of the coinage, then, cannot be regarded as having had
more than a marginal effect. Another popular explanation is that inflation
was due to imports of American silver by Spain. This is at least based on
convincing economic theory. Spain did bring into Europe large quantities
of American silver, and if silver becomes more plentiful, it must become
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worth less. This explanation would fit the timing of the rises in prices in
the later 1540s, since it was in 1545 that the Spaniards opened the biggest
of the New World silver mines, at Potosi in Bolivia. The lull in the price
rise in the carly 1520s would fit the fact that in that period Spanish silver
imports dropped to the exceptionally low figure of 161,000 ducats annu-
ally, and the sharp rise in the 1590s would fit the fact that Spanish silver
imports reached their peak of 42 million ducats a year in the early 1590s."
This explanation must contribute something to the price rise, and in Spain
it may be the most important single explanation. But for England it has
two major weaknesses. The first is that the price rise had started by 1510,
when Spanish silver imports were not yet significant. It could still be
argued that the early price increases were due to increased production in
the Tyrolean and Bohemian silver mines, but the explanation in terms of
silver imports breaks down if it is used to explain the increases in the
prices of individual commodities. 1f it were the main explanation, we
would expect the biggest price increases to be in imported goods such as
wine, swords, or silks, and to find that other price increases were smaller
reflections of these. Increased import prices cannot be used to explain the
fact that the biggest rises were in the price of food produced at home, and
particularly of cheap grain. It is necessary to find an explanation which
fits these variations.

Two other explanations have been suggested.”® The first is increased
government spending. This again is sound economic theory : increases in
money supply put up prices when they are used to buy goods, not when
they are put away and saved, and today accumulation of a large govern-
ment surplus is one of the accepted methods of restraining inflation. A
government which lives beyond its income increases the amount of money
available for spending, and the English price rise begins at about the time
when Henry VIII's French wars first made him live seriously beyond his
income. But though this explanation is almost certainly true, it is doubt-
ful whether it is significant. Government spending was probably not a
sufficiently large part of the national income to produce price rises as
dramatic as these.

The second explanation is improvement in credit. This has a similar
effect in economic theory, since the object of credit is to enable people to
spend more money, and restriction of credit is now a recognized method
of checking inflation. Improvements in credit were taking place. In

1 Elliott, J. H., Imperial Spain (1963), 174.
2 Ramsey, Peter, Tudor Economic Problems (1963), 118-19.
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Europe, banking was developing rapidly and bills of exchange were sav-
ing people from the task of carrying bulky loads of coin. This explanation
also is certainly true, but it is doubtful whether it is on a large enough
scale to be significant.

Population

Few historians now believe the price rise had only one cause, but the
most significant cause is commonly thought to have been a rapid increase
in population. An increase in the number of people wanting food gives
food a scarcity value which sends up its price. This explanation has the
great advantage of fitting the variations between one price increase and
another: a large underfed population will drive up the price of subsist-
ence foods more than of luxury foods. Our evidence on Tudor and Stuart
population is sketchy, but almost all of it suggests a very large increase.
In Colyton, Devon, which is almost the only village for which we have full
information, the population was rising steadily from the early sixteenth
century to 1640, except for two brief intervals in the hard times of the
1550s and 1590s. In the period 1560-1629 55 per cent of married couples
in Colyton had over six children, a figure which suddenly dropped to 18
per cent in the period 1647-1719, and then rose again to 60 per cent in
the period 1770-1837. Changes of this size are hard to explain, and may
be due to the use of some form of primitive contraception.”” What we know
of other places suggests that they may have had similar population in-
creases. The total increase in population from the late fifteenth century
to the early seventeenth may have been between 75 and 100 per cent.
There are also external signs of the population increase, in the form of land
hunger and housing shortage. The entry fines paid to obtain leases of land
probably rose more sharply even than grain prices, and pressure on the
available supply of rural cottages was met by the building of large num-
bers of new ones, often illegally. In almost every town, there was a con-
siderable amount of building, and London tried to meet the problem of
overcrowding through the Statute of Inmates, an ineffective prohibition
of muiti-occupation. Historians, with rare unanimity, accept a large popu-
lation increase as a fact, and if it is a fact, it is probably the most im-
portant, though not the only, explanation of the price rise. The explanation
of the population increase, on the other hand, is a task which, in the present
state of medical knowledge, historians cannot attempt.

New though it is, the study of historical demography has already shed
light on a number of questions of social history which are hard to answer

13 Wrigley, E. A., ‘Family Limitations in Pre-Industrial England’, Ec.H.R. (1966),
82-109.
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on a national basis. The latest historian to attempt to work out the num-
bers of people in different social classes concluded that ‘little but uncer-
tainty emerges from these desultory investigations’,” but it is perfectly
possible to answer such questions for one village with a good parish
register or local census. We cannot, however, know how typical the
answers are. For example, at Colyton, a third of first children were prob-
ably conceived outside marriage, and 22 per cent of first children were
born in the first six months of marriage. It would be dangerous to quote
this picture as typical of the period, since at Clayworth (Notts.) there are
hardly any discoverable cases of pregnancy before marriage, and in one
of those the couple are known to have been excommunicated by the rector
on suspicion of living in sin.®* Some other conclusions appear to-be more
generally valid. The proportions of different classes in Clayworth in 1676
may be typical for the sixteenth as well as the seventeenth century. The
population of the village was 401, including one clergyman (whose curi-
osity is the source of our information), 4 gentlemen, 17 yeomen and hus-
bandmen, 22 craftsmen, 18 labourers, and 36 ‘others’, mainly widows,
making a total of 98 households. These figures would seem to suggest that
the ‘extended family’, with several related married couples living in one
house, is a myth for this period, since 49 per cent of households consisted
only of parents and children, and the commonest extra category making
up households was servants living in. Although only 4 per cent of the
households belonged to gentlemen, 34 per cent of all households had ser-
vants. 16 per cent of the population were servants, and 36 per cent child-
ren. The craftsmen were the usual ones needed to supply a small rural
community: 1 bricklayer, 1 butcher, 1 cooper, 1 ‘pindar’, 4 shepherds, 1
shoemaker, 3 smiths, 2 tailors, 4 weavers, and 3 wrights. The only way in
which these figures are likely to be untypical is that by 1676 the propor-
tion of the population classified as ‘gentlemen’ was much higher than at
the beginning of the period. The figures for marriages broken by death are
probably also typical: in 1688 there were 67 married couples at Clay-
worth. Of these, 26 were not first marriages for one or other of the
partners: 13 were second marriages, 3 third marriages, 4 fourth, 1 fifth
marriage, and 7 unspecified. The proportion of children coming from
homes broken by death was 28 per cent, so experience of a broken home
was probably commoner than it is today. It appears also to be a myth that
the age of marriage was low during this period: it probably was low among

1 Cooper, J. P., ‘The Social Distribution of Land and Men in England, 1436~
1700°, Ec.H.R. (1967), 434.

15 Laslett, Peter, and Harrison, John, ‘Clayworth and Cogenhoe’, in Essays Pre-
sented to David Ogg, ed. H. E. Bell and R. L. Ollard (1963), 157-84.
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the aristocracy (Lord Burghley was thought eccentric for refusing to ar-
range marriages for his daughters until they were 16), but in Colyton the
average age of women on first marriage was 27, and of men 28. The only
explanation so far offered for this late age of marriage is delays in waiting
for a house. The stable population, born and dying in the same parish,
also appears to be a myth: there was very high mobility, though often
within a small geographical range, especially among the lowest income
groups, the wage labourers and the servants.

III SOCIAL CLASSES AND THEIR FORTUNES -

bl dldn € Seaer Aoy ata

Labourers KA fite S0l

This mobility may shed some light on how wage labourers surv1ved( jan

the price revolution. As a class, they were perhaps hardest hit of all. There -
was some small increase in money wages, and agricultural wages may
have risen to as much as a shilling a day, but in terms of purchasing
power, the index of wages fell from 100 at the beginning of the sixteenth
century to about 44 for agricultural wages and 39 for building wages by the
end of the century. In 1597 the building wage index fell as low as 29.
Agricultural workers, in particular, often suftered from very irregular
employment.” Most of it was seasonal, and if there was no harvest, there
was no work. They therefore tended to move to hiring fairs around the
country, hoping to go where there was most work. After several failures to
find it, they were liable to be classed as vagrants or sturdy beggars, and
subjected to a succession of penalties. A very few were still legally villeins
(the last villeinage case in England was in 1618, against a man called
Pigg, who was found free), but villeinage was as insignificant as it was
rare. The main body of labourers who were not free to move were the
upper class of labourers, who owned small amounts of land. The economic
gulf between labourers who did own land and those who did not was prob-
ably one of the blggest in the country, since those who did had a security
against temporary periods of unemployment. Perhaps a 1_quarter of
labourers owned land. It was often not very much: an Act of 1589 said
that no cottage should be leased with less than four acres attached, but the
Act was mainly a device to tax those who broke it with fines. Most cot-
tages had less than four acres, and John Pym once let a cottage with ten
feet of land attached.”

Some labourers might have enough to keep a cow, and would be
guaranteed a certain amount of milk, butter, and cheese. Some kept bees

16 For this and what follows, see Agrarian History, 397-465.
17 Somerset Record Office, DD/BW, Pym MSS., no. 166.
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(with sugar at about the same price as today, honey was the main
sweetener), and a number kept a pig. A few brewed their own beer, and
they might occasionally get meat in the form of a fowl or a rabbit, or
occasionally by poaching royal deer. They normally had to buy their
grain, but on the whole the position of labourers who owned land does
not seem to have been desperate. Their worst shortage was often fuel, and
in the Midlands, where timber was scarce, they often had to burn dung.
Their worst difficulties seem to have happened when they tried to benefit
from rising prices by selling surplus produce, since their ignorance and
illiteracy made it easy to defraud them. Some of their occasional attempts
to file lawsuits against people who defrauded them produced results
which courts must have found hard to follow: ‘be it knowen to all men that
I Steveyen Greyne doveth kovenleyge me seyevlef to rest yen me haynd
the sovem of xviii povend feleymmes moveney, to me George Sparke at
the sayem pelayes of ey pch thell he retoveren to bereygges ageyene’, i.e.
‘doth acknowledge myself to rest in my hand the sum of 18 pound Flemish
money to me George Sparke at the same place of Ipswich till his return
to Bruges again’. One unfortunate man met a trader in an alehouse, who
offered him the great sum of £20 if he would deliver four grains of corn
the next Sunday, eight the next Sunday after that, sixteen the next, and so
on for a year. The unfortunate man was next heard of in the Court of
Requests, pleading for relief from a debt which ran into billions of grains
of corn.”

Our knowledge of what was happening to labourers is limited by the
fact that our chief source of information is inventories of their goods
drawn up for probate, and only the richer labourers had inventories made.
Four-fifths of labourers who left inventories were not solely dependent
on agricultural labour, but had some by-employment. Weaving, knitting,
and working on hemp and flax were commonly carried on by labourers
and their wives, and their efforts to supplement their wages were one of
the chief staples of the cloth industry, and possibly a cause of its expan-
sion. In the area of Birmingham and what was later the Black Country,
labourers found extra work as carriers for local manufacturers. To judge
from inventories, many of those who had a tenement or a by-employment
grew better off during the period. At the beginning of the period, there
were many cases in the north and west where the whole family was living
in one room and sleeping on straw, but by the end of the period, four-
fifths of those who left inventories had three rooms. Some had a little
joined furniture, and a few had glass windows. A number were leaving a
certain amount of money, and Robert Wood of Nuneaton, who was a

18 4grarian History, 566-7.
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cheese-maker as well as a labourer, left as much as £11. (For comparison,
John Hampden’s father, who was a moderately, but not exceptionally
wealthy gentleman, left goods worth £1,600 and debts worth £3,000, and
the Earl of Warwick’s annual rental was over £6,000."°) Some labourers
managed to buy a second tenement, and left it as a jointure for their wives.
In this, as in many other fields, it appears to be the successful who leave
records, and we know little about the landless labourers. Many seem to
have settled in forests, where common rights for grazing a beast were
easier to come by. At Deerfold, Herefordshire, many of the local people
were afraid they would become a great charge on the rates, and there was
a large colony in the Forest of Arden, which many others besides Shake-
speare appear to have associated with freedom. It may have been a party
of landless labourers, though they are officially described as vagrants, who
alarmed a Somerset J.P. by seizing a cartload of cheese and eating it all.

Landlords and tenants

The rising food prices meant that there was prosperity to be gained out
of the ownership of land. How these profits were divided between the
landlords and the tenants appears to have varied from manor to manor,
and from generation to generation, depending on the bargain which was
struck at the making of each individual lease. There were two items in the
landlord’s income from most leases: the entry fine or premium, levied at
the signing of the lease and not repeated, and the annual rent. The length
of leases could vary sharply: they might be for one life, two lives, three
lives (three current lives were calculated by agents as being equivalent to
.21 years), or for as much as 99 years or occasionally even more. A tenant
who had a 99-year lease in a period of rapid inflation could be certain of
a very good bargain during the later part of his lease: someone paying in
1609 no more rent that had been appropriate in 1510 held his land re-
markably cheaply. In return for long leases, landlords tended to levy large
entry fines, thus increasing their own capital at the expense of their heir’s
income. On a lease for one life, on the other hand, the benefits of inflation
tended to go to the landlord: he could expect a new lease at an increased
rent to be a fairly frequent occurrence.

At the beginning of the century, much land was held by copyhold,
rather than leasehold, and here too, who got the benefits of inflation de-
pended on the terms of the copyhold. Some copyholds could be inherited
from generation to generation, at a fixed rent and fixed entry fines, and on

9P R.O. Wards 3.18.2 and 3.19.1. Manchester MSS. Huntingdon R.O. 32/10.
These figures all relate to the end of the sixteenth century or the beginning of the
seventeenth.
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these, if the tenant was not illegally evicted, his position grew better and
better. Many othes copyholds could only be inherited at a rent and
entry fine to be fixed at the discretion of the landlord. On these, the
copyholder was liable to be displaced by rents and entry fines which he
could not afford, though there is a case on Pym’s estate where the copy-
holder, whose family had been there for several generations, found a rich
yeoman who was able to pay the entry fine, and became the yeoman'’s sub-
tenant.® It is hard to make a general answer to the question whether the
landlord or the tenant benefitted most from inflation, since most leases
were a lottery with death. In 1628, one of Pym’s tenants was occupying
two tenements: one was a copyhold still held at the fixed rent of 1561,
and the other was a leasehold for three lives, granted in 1626, which was
already void by the death of all three people named in the lease.” The best
economic prospect for a landlord, if he survived it, may have been an
attack of the plague. On the whole, it seems that landlords’ rent on new
leases rose slightly faster than prices as a whole, but what determined
whether the landlord’s income kept up with inflation was what proportion
of his leases were new. Theories about shifts in economic and political
power as a result of inflation seem to be built on very uncertain founda-
tions. What is much clearer is that inflation often caused rapid social
mobility within each class as some got ahead of the price rise, and others
fell behind it. Inflation is 1n1mlcal to_the Tudor idea of a stable and c0r
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Yeomen and husbandmen

In so far as generalization is possible, it seems that the people who
prospered most were often yeomen. The exact status of a yeoman is hard
to define, and might vary from county to county. He would probably
occupy a moderately substantial farm, held on a fairly long lease. He
would have servants, and perhaps sub-tenants, and be able to vote at
parliamentary elections or sit on juries, but he would probably not hunt,
or drink wine, or indulge in the other expensive habits of gentility. If he
was doing well, he might take on leases of other farms, and increase his
income. There was no legal control on claims to the title of yeoman, but
there was some practical control through the opinion of neighbours. Many
people drew up their wills describing themselves as yeomen, but their
probate inventories, drawn up by their neighbours, describe them as
‘husbandmen’. Whether there was an economic boundary between yeo-

20 Pym MSS., no. 235.
21 Pym MSS., no. 208. This rapid series of deaths may have been due to the plague
of 1625-6.
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men and husbandmen is hard to say, since both lived roughly similar
lives, but there was certainly a difference in local reputation.

The boundary between the yeomen and the gentlemen, though it was a
much more important one, was also very fluid. Perhaps the best evidence
for the rise of a number of yeomen is their success in crossing this barrier.
In Shropshire in 1433, 48 families claimed the status of gentry, and in
1623 470 families.” Officially, the title of ‘gentleman’ and its superior the
title of ‘Esquire’ were guarded by the College of Arms, but though the
College of Arms occasionally held visitations and declared a few people
‘base’, it was venal, and moreover many people successfully claimed the
title of ‘gentleman’ who had no dealings with the College of Arms. Prob-
ably the real test of a claim to gentility was the attitude of the established
gentlemen in the county. If a man kept a good table, dressed like a gentle-
man, hunted with the other gentlemen, and received letters from J.P.s ad-
dressed to him as ‘gent.’, then, for all practical purposes, he was a
gentleman. It was an achievement of which people were often very proud:
even John Lilburne the Leveller refused to plead when prosecuted under
the title of ‘John Lilburne, yeoman’.® Prosperity was the first step in be-
coming a gentleman, but the prosperity was not enough without the social
acceptance to go with it. Some yeomen may have been richer than a num-
ber of the surrounding gentlemen.

The gentry and the peerage

The class of gentry was a wide one. There was a considerable gulf be-
tween the retired estate steward living on a small estate recently pur-
chased, and calling himself ‘gent.” for the first time, and the established
‘and prosperous gentleman, whose family had enjoyed the title of ‘Esquire’
for some centuries, and had been knighted two generations out of every
three, who was Justice of the Peace and M.P. for the county, and with a
daughter married into the peerage. There was no definite gulf separating
the higher gentry from the peerage. In economic terms, both had the same
relationship to the means of production: they lived off the profits of land-
ownership. In financial terms, though the greatest peers had an income
with which no gentleman could compete, many of the poorer peers had
smaller incomes than the richest gentlemen. In social terms, they inter-
married, dined together, and co-operated in local politics, and by any test
which can be devised they must be regarded as being of the same class.

2 Stone, 67. When Harrington, in the 1630s, discussed shifts in the balance of
property he was as interested in increases in the number of the gentry as in increases
in their wealth: Works, ed. Toland (1700), 34.

# Tawney, R. H., ‘The Rise of the Gentry’, Ec.H.R. (1941), 3.
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There is no justification for describing gentlemen as ‘middle class’. The
term ‘middle class’, and even more the term ‘bourgeois’, are urban ones,
and are very hard to fit into the class structure of rural England in which
people were either gentlemen or not gentlemen.* If the term must be used
at all, it should perhaps be kept for yeomen and husbandmen, who might
employ servants and labourers, but could not move in the same circles as
the gentry. But there is no very useful purpose to be served by importing
the anachronistic term ‘middle class’ into English rural history.

Agriculture

Although the profits of agriculture, however they may have been dis-
tributed, certainly increased, it is doubtful whether agricultural methods
changed as quickly until the end of the century. There was some improve-
ment in agricultural techniques, such as the use of marl and other ferti-
lizers; there was some clearing and cultivation of new land and some
marginal changes in products. There was a considerable spread of market
gardening, especially in the country outside London, at places like Lam-
beth, Whitechapel, Stepney, and Fulham. Henry VIII is credited with the
introduction of the apricot and gooseberry, and turkeys were first brought
in from Mexico in the 1520s. But the main business of cattle, sheep, and
corn farming probably did not change very much. Hay was often suffici-
ent to feed large quantities of stock all winter, and it is doubtful whether
the grand slaughter of stock at Michaelmas was ever anything more than
a myth. Probably the biggest changes were in agricultural marketing.®
The demands of London and other big centres of food consumption led
to the development of much more highly organized markets, and of pro-
fessional middlemen, who would buy stock as far away as Radnorshire,
and bring it to London for sale. The system of bringing cattle down from
high ground into the lowlands for fattening was probably extended, and
produced a series of large cattle markets along the Welsh border. Much
of the government’s economic legislation was designed to check sharp
practice in marketing.

There is little evidence that the business of agriculture itself grew more
‘commercial before 1560. It was hard to have a more ‘commercial’ attitude
to land management than an efficient medieval monastery. The classical
(and often fictional) medieval system of strip farming and common fields
had been breaking down long before the sixteenth century. There was
probably some consolidation into larger farms during the sixteenth

2 Hexter, J. H., ‘The Myth of the Middle Class in Tudor England’, Reappraisals
in History (1961), 71-116.

% On these see the chapter by Alan Everitt, Agrarian History, 466-592.
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century, but the original process by which strips were put together and
enclosed into fields was well under way before the sixteenth century, and
in some places, such as Somerset, seems to have been almost complete.

Enclosures

The enclosure which is sometimes supposed to have been the most
dramatic change in Tudor agriculture was of a different type. This was
large-scale enclosure by landlords, in order to convert arable land to
pasture, often for sheep, combined, in the more dramatic cases, with
eviction of tenants. Such enclosure certainly happened in the Tudor
period, and it certainly produced a large amount of heated literature. But
it was not a movement which was in any way peculiar to the sixteenth
century, and enclosure of commons, depriving tenants of the right to
graze beasts on them, was a more constant complaint in the eighteenth
century than in the sixteenth. The comparative rises in wool and grain
prices in the sixteenth century do not suggest that many landlords were
for any length of time under a powerful incentive to turn over to sheep
farming, nor does the drop in real wage rates suggest that the pressure
to save labour by converting to sheep farming was often very strong. The
real economic incentive for enclosure and conversion to pasture appears

to have been confined to a few years, and to a few counties. Though wool
prices rose less than grain prices, they appear to have risen earlier, and
before 1550 there may have been an economic incentive for enclosure
which was lacking later. There also may have been an economic incentive
in the midland counties, where London and other big population centres
were too remote to make land transport of grain very profitable, and navi-
gable rivers were scarce. Wool was lighter to transport than grain, and
those who, like the Spencers of Althorp, bred their sheep mainly for meat
might save carriage by sending them to London on the hoof. The largest
amount of enclosure appears to have been in Leicestershire, Warwick-
shire, and Northamptonshire, and to have happened mainly during the
reign of Henry VII and before. The amount of land affected may have
been in the region of 3 per cent of the total land area of the counties—a
significant, but not dramatic figure. These figures, however, are based on
the returns of the government commissions to inquire into enclosures, and
many of these returns were inaccurate, being, in some cases, sent in by a
malicious local jury. Some were successfully disproved in court, and
there were certainly other enclosures, such as deer-parksy which the com-
mission never mentioned, so we do not know how much enclosure there
really was.” But if the amount of enclosure during the sixtcenth century

% Kerridge, Eric, ‘Returns of Inquisitions of Depopulation’, E.H.R. (1955), 212-28.
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was not exceptional, why did the complaints about it become so uni-
versal? To many economic pamphleteers it seemed the main cause of the
country’s economic ills, and it was alleged by rioters to be a motive for
some of the century’s most serious disturbances. One possible explana-
tion is the invention of printing, which may be why most of the bitterest
complaint comes in the 1540s and 1550s, about a generation after the
worst enclosures. Many people preferred to have someone identifiable to
blame for economic problems, and a landlord evicting his tenants to face
starvation could provoke enough feeling to become a very convenient
scapegoat. It is also noticeable that though the times of loudest protest
against enclosure, such as 1549 and 1597, were not the times of excep-
tionally rapid enclosure, they were times of exceptionally rapid price rises.
Beyond this, the protests belong to the history of ideas, rather than to
economic history.

Towns

—~2 Enclosure may have done something to increase the number of people
officially classified as ‘vagrants’, but population increase probably did
more. Although the tendency of government policy was to blame these
people severely for not finding work, many of them may have been look-
ing for it. Many made for the towns, and the Recorder of London some-
times spent the night on the Great North Road at Stoke Newington,
arresting them in ‘shoals’ as they came in. Though the towns were the
obvious place to look for work, it is doubtful whether they had enough
work to offer. The cloth industry, which was one of the biggest employers,
was often moving out into the country, partly to avoid regulation, and
partly to employ agricultural workers and their wives wanting extra work.
There was money and work in most towns, but it was very unevenly
distributed. Two-thirds of the urban population may have been living
at or near the poverty line, and many were so poor that they lacked even
a tax assessment, ‘that sad passport to immortality’* The smaller towns
were mainly supply and market centres for the surrounding countryside,
and in Oakham the commonest occupation was agriculture. Population
was usually small: Aylesbury was around the thousand mark, and the
bigger towns, such as Bristol and Norwich, were probably around ten or
twelve thousand. In Norwich, cloth-working was the biggest single trade,
but there, as elsewhere, the supply trades, such as tailors, butchers, and
carpenters, took .up a large part of the population. These were trades in
which even rigorous apprenticeship systems could not always restrict

2 Hoskins, W. G., ‘English Provincial Towns in the Sixteenth Century,” T.R.H.S.
(1956), 1-19.
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overcrowding, and the 1570 census of the pcor at Norwich, showing that
many people in work in the supply trades were below the poverty line,
suggests that there was not enough work for all the people who had
entered these trades. The poor were already often congregated in poor
quarters, and few city authorities wanted to crowd them any further. Some
towns had local specialities: in Coventry the commonest tradesmen were
cappers, and in Northampton shoemakers. The subsidy assessments, even
though they normally under-assess the rich, suggest a very uneven distri-
bution of wealth. In Leicester, William Wigston the elder and younger
paid nearly a third of the subsidy between them. In Norwich, the assess-
ments show twenty-nine people worth £100 or more owning 40 per cent of
the city’s wealth.

These small urban oligarchies usually had a secure control of the town
government, which was largely conducted by the mayor and aldermen,
supported by the rather larger assembly of the Common Council. These
town governments, supported by the national government, attempted a
more detailed regulation of economic life than has usually been possible
since. They supervised the official weights at the town market and made
persistent efforts to check shoddy workmanship, which might damage the
commercial name of the town. They might regulate wages, and fix hours
of work. In 1538, the Common Council of London fixed hours of work
in the building industry, which were to start at five in summer and six in
winter. At eight in summer and nine in winter the workman was to ‘go to
his breakfast and tarry thereat but only one quarter of an hour’. He was
then ‘immediately’ to return to work, and stay until dinner at twelve, for
“which he had an hour ‘at the farthest’. He was then to continue till six in
winter and seven in summer, ‘and in the-meantime to have no more than
a quarter of an hour for his drinking time’. For these hours, wages were
to be 8d. a day.®

Some leading merchants made very large fortunes: Thomas Spring of
Lavenham, a clothier, was assessed for taxation as the richest commoner
in England, and Sir Thomas Gresham, whose money was also largely
made in cloth trading, had one of the most ostentatious funerals of the
century. But these large mercantile fortunes were very rare, and though
they might give their holders wealth equivalent to the richest gentlemen,
they never gave them social prestige or political power to match. Gentle-
men in the Commons were quite able to despise merchants richer than
themselves, and successful merchants usually invested their money in
land and set out to become gentlemen. Few successful merchant families
stayed in trade more than three generations. In general, urban fortunes

% Tawney and Power, i. 115-17.
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were not big: increases in the price of manufactured goods were not
enough to encourage large fortunes, and the periodic slumps caused by
bad harvests or the state of foreign trade made trading risky for all but
the few richest. Possibly the safest way of gaining money was money-
lending. There were, it is true, acts against usury, but these, according to
the 1545 Act which repealed them, were ‘obscure and dark’, and pro-
duced ‘many doubts ambiguities and questions—in other words they
had been regularly evaded. In the fifteenth century some of the strongest
pressure to evade the Acts had come from the Crown, which needed to
borrow money. The Catholic church did little about usury: Cardinal
Beaufort, in the fifteenth century, had almost certainly taken it, and
church courts very rarely took notice of it. Probably the only significant
change in the taking of interest came in 1545 when the rate was reduced.

1V ENGLAND AND EUROPE

Overseas trade in the first half of the sixteenth century

At the beginning of the century, England had only one substantial
export, undyed woollen cloth. There was a great variety of types of cloth,
and most were well known : merchants could easily recognize the products

J\‘of the Norfolk village of Worsted. Almost all these exports were taken to
- one place—Antwerp. The country was so dependent on the Antwerp trade
."}‘y that one foreigner remarked that ‘if Englishmen’s fathers were hanged in
oy Antwerp’s gate, their children would creep betwixt their legs to come into
I a\[‘)the said town’.” At Antwerp, there were merchants from Spain, merchants
ﬁf"v* bringing tropical products, sellers of German metal work, and merchants
providing most other things England might want to import in return for

its cloth. Antwerp also provided elaborate arrangements for credit and
money-lending, and all the facilities for exchange of information result-

,{mg from a large gathering of experienced merchants. Almost all this

u” trade was carried by one company, the Merchant Adventurers. The word

1¢ p wf‘ Adventurer’ does not mean that they‘-\;e—re adventurous: they were
'L’M ¥ probably the least adventurous merchants in the whole period. It means
they ‘adventured’ or invested their money in foreign trade. They were a

closed company with a large entry fee, whose privileges were extendcd by

Henry VIII, and though there were occasional mtcr]opers and occa-

sional challenges to their privileges, they had a virtual stranglehold on the
Antwerp trade. Although membership was in theory open to the whole

country, they tended to become a London company, and were continually

2 Ramsey, Peter, Tudor Economic Problems (1963), 9.
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denounced by the outports, such as Hull and Southampton, in the name
of ‘free trade’. Their power had much to do with the rapid expansion of
London at the expense of the provincial ports, to the point where London
might account for five-sixths of the national customs revenue. Much
though their privileges might annoy other merchants, the government
normally remained their friend. It was a convenience, when it wanted to
know the opinion of ‘the merchants’, to be able to interview a small and
defined body of people.

It could also be argued that their privileges made the trade much less
risky. The demands of Antwerp fluctuated violently, and in a bad year
a merchant might be left with a large amount of unsold cloth on his
hands. For a small merchant, the loss might be ruinous, but a big one, as
Gresham demonstrated, might have the resources to carry the loss and
sell the cloth the next year. The existence of a large privileged company
also helped the Privy Council’s policy for the cloth industry. A cottage
weaver who could not sell his cloth might be unable to buy bread, and
a small town clothier in the same situation might have to dismiss his
workmen, producing famine and riot. It was therefore the Privy Council’s
policy to insist that every year, when the cloth was brought to Blackwell
Hall in London, the merchants should buy it, whether they had any sale
for it or not. This policy was unpopular with all merchants, and the Mer-
chant Adventurers regularly protested against it, but for a small merchant
it was impossible. For a Merchant Adventurer, it was just possible, and
they might calculate that the privileges were worth the price. It was
alleged that their monopoly had a bad effect on prices, and sometimes the
government might turn against them, but in most years their position was
secure.

Though the Antwerp trade was the one that mattered at the beginning
of the century, others existed. There was a vigorous trade with the Baltic,
though English ships were almost entirely excluded from it. The Hanse
merchants, from the German and Polish towns on the south coast of the
Baltic, had temporarily acquired a virtual monopoly of it. They had played
a crucial part in Edward IV’s return to the throne in 1471, and in return
had won the right to trade at cheaper customs rates than English mer-
chants, as well as numerous privileges for their centre at the Steelyard in
London. Henry VII and Henry VIII occasionally tried to nibble at the
Hansards’ privileges, but there was little success until the second half
of the century. Cloth was the main export to the Baltic, and in return
there were some imports of grain in a bad year, and also of hemp, pitch,
tar, and other naval equipment, of which, at the beginning of the century,
the Baltic had a virtual monopoly.
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There was a thriving trade from Bristol to Spain until political troubles
interfered with it in Elizabeth’s reign. A few Englishmen appear to have
settled in Seville and taken part in the Spanish-American trade, but at
the beginning of the century English trade was almost exclusively Euro-
pean. Spain was the source of the best swords, as well as of oranges and
the indispensable sack. In the fifteenth century and at the beginning of
the sixteenth, a few traders went on into the Mediterranean, where there
was later found to be a market for salted Yarmouth herrings. After 1538,
however, the Turkish conquests and the growth of piracy made sailing in
the Mediterranean too dangerous. There was a limited trade from Bristol
to Iceland, but though Iceland had a hunger for manufactured goods
which the Danes, to whom it belonged, failed to satisfy, it was not a
sufficient base for an economic boom. Henry VII had usually done his
best for English trade, but the beginning of the century was a period of
narrowing economic horizons.

Foreign policy

This pattern of trade also had its effect on foreign policy. The need
to maintain friendship with the rulers of the Netherlands was so strong that
only overwhelming issues, such as Perkin Warbeck for Henry VII or the
divorce for Henry VIII, could interfere with it. There was also a strong
security concern with the Netherlands. The English east coast is long
and flat, and the Netherlands coast is full of harbours. It was a vital Eng-
lish interest to ensure that the Netherlands ports were not occupied by a
strong hostile power and it remained so from King John’s wars against
the French to the defence of Belgium in 1914 and 1940. In 1519, the
Netherlands passed under the control of Spain, and became part of the
vast empire of Charles V. Charles had succeeded his grandfather in the
Holy Roman Empire, and his grandparents Ferdinand and Isabella in
Spain. This produced a consolidation of European power. The union of
Castile and Aragon, though it still had no institutional basis, now seemed
likely to last a generation. The unwieldly collection of German princi-
palities which was called the Holy Roman Empire might be no more
solid than it had been, but was likely to benefit from its union with
Spanish possessions in Italy. The Mediterranean empire of the Balearic
islands, Naples and Sicily was united with the international market of the
Netherlands, and with the growing colonial empire of Spain. Charles’s
titles ended up ‘Lord of Asia and Africa’.

Charles V’s was not the only important power in Europe. There were
three others. The first was the Turks, who controlled the castern Medi-
terrancan, and in 1526 won an overwhelming victory at Mohacz in Hun-
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gary. They made periodic descents on Italy, and once succeeded in saw-
ing in half one of the Pope’s cousins. To some, it appeared to be only a
matter of time before they occupied Vienna. The Pope’s calls for crusades
against the Turks were probably provoked by more than theology. The
Turks also controlled the North African coast, and Spain, which had only
succeeded in expelling the Moors from Granada in 1492, was very much
aware of being in the Christian front line. The second important power
was Portugal, which had all the wealth of the Portuguese empire in Africa
and the Indies at its disposal. The third, and by far the most important
of the other European powers, was France. The French were the only
European power capable of competing with Charles V on equal terms,
and, believing that they were in danger of encirclement, were usually
ready to do so. They had been fighting the Spaniards in Italy since 1494,
especially for control of the key duchy of Milan, which commanded many
of the Alpine passes. Small pieces of territory along the French—Spanish
border were continually disputed. Francis I of France resented the Spanish
and Portuguese monopoly by papal bull over the New World, saying he
refused to accept it until they produced the will of Adam, making them
his universal heirs. He was quite ready to ally with the Turk, and Charles
V found the cannon used to defend Tunis stamped with the French fleur-
de-lis. Above all, the French exploited the major weakness in the Spanish
empire, its communications. There were two routes from Spain to the
Netherlands. One was by sea, through the Channel, which could easily be
threatened by piracy, official or unofficial. The other was overland, start-
ing in Italy, crossing the Alps, and passing down the Rhine. This could
easily be threatened, either by control of Milan, or by occupying a
fortress on the Rhine. The French had consolidated their own kingdom,
having successfully annexed Brittany in the face of the ineffectual oppo-
sition of Henry VII, and both they and the Spaniards seemed to be ready
for a fight to the death.

A large part of Europe had passed under the control of one or other of
these two powers, but there were some other independent forces. In Italy,
the republic of Venice and the Pope were both powerful, and had to enter
into the calculations of the two sides. In the east, the elective kingdom of
Poland was one of the minor prizes, a protection or a gadfly on the eastern
flank of the empire. Switzerland had already established a tradition of
neutrality, and was valuable mainly as a recruiting ground for mercen-
aries. Denmark and Sweden had little interest in a conflict which was
largely centred on Italy. The same cannot be said of Scotland, which,
though it included an Anglophile party which might occasionally acquire
power, was usually an ally of Francg.) Though Scptlan(} was not a major
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power, it was big enough to occupy ‘much of England’s attention. It was
not only Shakcspcarc who thought that

For once the eagle England being in prey,

To her unguarded nest the weasel Scot

Comes sneaking.™
Henry VII had refused to accept the hostility of Scotland as inevitable,
and had arranged an alliance, cemented by the marriage of his daughter
Margaret to King James of Scots. But it was a century before this alliance
put an end to Anglo-Scottish wars, and meanwhile Scotland remained
one of the main areas of competition between England and France.

In the previous century, England had been able to compete with France
on cqual, or even advantageous terms, and at times an English conquest
of France had seemed a serious possibility. In the early sixteenth century,
however, England was a minor power. Henry VIII was not conspicuous
for modesty, but even he, in writing to Charles V in 1529, described him-
self as ‘a small king in the corner’ of Europe.” The king of England’s

0 revenues were somewhere between £100,000 and £150,000 a year, the
¢ wFrench king’s about £800,000, and Charles V’s £1,100,000. Population is
No - harder to estimate, but the English population cannot have been above
¢ four million at the most, while the Spanish may have been eight million,
v and the French twelve million.* Henry VII showed some signs of being
& interested in a navy: he constructed a dry dock at Portsmouth, and built
Q}“\' fup a naval arsenal at Woolwich and Greenwich, but he left only five
o king’s ships at his death, and the English war flect consisted largely of
(X <rimpounded merchantmen. In 1492, Henry VII was afraid cven to take
, ?ﬁ” these, and, in order not to disrupt trade, hired Spanish warships instead.
: Ireland, though it was an English possession, was a very insecure one:
it was [ull of Yorkists, and other discontented people, and could do little
for an English war effort except provide a base for an enemy, or hold

down a few troops who might be needed elsewhere.
———7 There was only onc advantage England could exploit, which was its
“position on the Channel, commanding one of the two key routes between
Spain and the Netherlands. This influence could be exerted from both
.4 sides of the Channel, since England’s one foreign possession (except Ire-
",,! o land) was Calais. Statesmen were much concerned with keeping it, though
: it cost far more to maintain than the Crown could afford, and had often
been a base for political disaffection. In 1524, during a war, its garrison

0 Henry V, 1. ii. 170-1.

4 Kocebner, R., ‘The Imperial Crown of this Realm’, B.IL.H.R. (1963), 37. This

letter was written in December 1529, and u)nl.uncd a rcfus.ll to help Charles against
the Turks.

% These figures are taken from Wernham, 12-13. They are necessarily tentative.
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consumed 1,000 cartloads of provisions every eight days, and feeding
garrison forces on this scale was not a practical proposition for a small
power in time of inflation.

On the whole, it could be expected that such influence as this position
gave England was likely to be used against France. France was the tradi-
tional enemy, and the Hundred Years® War, which had not really finished,
had produced a vigorous stream of national propaganda. The English
kings still called themselves kings of France, and Henry VIII, at least,
may have taken the title seriously, though Burgundy, whose alliance had
been necessary to wars with France, had been dismembered and divided
between France and Spain. The Channel Islands remained under ‘Norman
law’ long after anyone knew what it was, because if they were once assimi-
lated to English law, the Crown might be held to have abandoned its
claim to the Duchy of Normandy. Henry VII<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>